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Background: The March 20 elections for members of the 60-seat National Assembly and over 200
municipal posts marked the fifth time Salvadorans went to the polls since 1982. The Farabundo
Marti National Liberation Front (FMLN) called the elections a farce designed to further the USsupported counterinsurgency war. [El Salvador receives some $1.5 million per day in US economic
and military aid.] In response to a transportation stoppage organized by the rebels for March 18-20,
the military announced that it would deploy thousands of troops throughout the country, and use
its helicopters and Air Force jets to protect the highways. The left refrained from running candidates
in the elections, claiming that sufficient guarantees for personal safety, as well as democratic
guarantees in terms of the viability of the country's political institutions did not yet exist. The
right's electoral campaign against President Jose Napoleon Duarte's Christian Democratic Party
was led by Roberto d'Aubuisson, a former former Army intelligence major who has been linked
to death squads responsible for the deaths of thousands in the early 1980s. During the campaign,
D'Aubuisson drew enthusiastic crowds as he blasted US policy, and government incompetence
and corruption, while also promising tougher policies to defeat the rebels and thus to end the
civil war. President Duarte has accused D'Aubuisson of setting up the 1980 assassination of
archbishop Oscar Arnulfo Romero. Former US ambassador Robert White called him a "pathological
killer." Political analysts in El Salvador and elsewhere said the sheer absence of an alternative
on the left, and widespread disillusion with the Christian Democrats drove many into the ranks
of D'Aubuisson's Nationalist Republic Alliance (ARENA). In past elections, ARENA candidates
portrayed the Christian Democrats as communists, and as such, should be dealt with harshly.
During this year's campaign, ARENA concentrated on unemployment, inflation, failure to win the
war, government corruption and inefficiency, and attacks against Christian Democrat officials.
Eight parties participated in the elections, all considered versions of rightwing extremism, with
the exception of Duarte's Christian Democrats, denominated as somewhat right of center in the
vague parlance of certain political analysts and journalists. Prior to the elections, ARENA held
13 of the 60 seats in the National Assembly. ARENA was founded as a rightwing party to elect
members to the 1982 Constituent Assembly with money from some of the richest oligarchs in the
country in a fervor of extremist anti-communism and nationalism. ARENA's base of support today
includes urban and rural business- persons and landowners who have reportedly not adhered
to an ideology of violence. The latter are represented by ARENA president, Freddy Cristiani, an
affluent businessperson who appears most likely to be the party's presidential candidate. March
20: On election day, according to the New York Times, (03/22/88), in an effort to obstruct the vote,
the rebels attacked polling places, killed one mayor and kidnapped four others, forced a ban on
road traffic and detonated several bombs that wounded civilians in the capital. Voter turnout was
estimated at between 50 and 60% of a total 1.6 million eligible voters. In the 1982, 1984 and 1985
elections, 80% of eligible voters cast ballots. ARENA had party members at every polling place by
5 a.m., according to observers. In contrast, Christian Democratic poll-watchers did not show up
in many places until midmorning. By late Sunday evening, Salvadoran officials reported that the
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Christian Democrats had lost heavily to ARENA throughout the country. Most surprising was the
defeat of Duarte's son, Alejandro, in his bid for mayor of San Salvador. The victory of the ARENA
candidate, Armando Calderon Sol, marked the first time in 24 years the Christian Democrats lost the
office. In El Salvador, ARENA's victory was largely perceived as more a vote against the Christian
Democrats and Duarte than an outright vote favoring ARENA. March 21: Official results of the
elections were not yet available, due in part to the rebels' destruction of numerous electricity pylons.
As pointed out by the New York Times (03/22/88), although the Christian Democrats will continue
to control the government and the presidency until presidential elections are held in March 1989,
ARENA in virtue of its control over the legislature will be able to appoint a new Supreme Court
and Attorney General, and to block legislation proposed by Duarte. Publicly, US officials said only
that they supported "the democratic process" in El Salvador, rather then any particular political
party. White House spokesperson Marlin Fitzwater said that he did not have any specific reaction
to the Salvadoran elections "other than to say that the democratic elections appeared to take place
in a way that gives some encouragement to the process." March 23: ARENA leaders said they
were astonished by the wide margin of their victory. ARENA president Freddy Cristiani said in an
interview with the New York Times (03/24/88), "We thought we would do very well, but frankly
we are surprised. We did not think we would win an absolute majority in the National Assembly."
Official final returns were still not available. However, officials from all parties said unofficial tallies
show that ARENA won at least 200 of the 244 municipalities and an absolute majority in the 60-seat
National Assembly. (Basic data from several reports by AP, Washington Post, New York Times, back
issues of CAU)
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